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A B S T R AC T
The organizational practice of user participation in IT system development remains problematic. Two of the major issues identified are establishing the most effective strategy and selecting the most appropriate user representatives. Opinions on these issues vary according to theoretical perspective and empirical evidence does not provide definitive solutions. Taking a social constructionist perspective, this longitudinal case study of a contested technological change process allowed the exploration of organizational talk about user participation over time. In particular, we focus on differing and changing constructions of 'the user' and 'effective participation'. We argue that claims about who represented an appropriate user and what was an appropriate participative strategy varied across time and fulfilled particular political functions. We conclude that issues identified as problems in the literature on user participation may rather be manifestations of the political and socially constructed nature of organizations.
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User participation refers to the active involvement in the IT change process of those organizational members who will ultimately use a computer-based system such as a corporate database, an email system, a conferencing system, a workflow system and so on. This process involves potential users collaborating with IT specialists and varies considerably across organizations. The contemporary IT change process is most commonly one of adapting generic software packages for organizational use, rather than designing from scratch (Hartswood et al., 2002) . Such technological change usually means concomitant changes to some organizational systems. As a consequence of both these factors, the process might more accurately be described as one of 'system development' rather than computer design. This development process may take months or years and the participatory process may necessitate users collaborating with IT specialists on a number of different tasks at different stages of the development (e.g. from initial requirements planning to implementation, use and further modification of the computer-based system).
This (relatively) simple statement of the process of user participation hides a multitude of issues. In the first place, a number of approaches to user participation have been proposed over the years, however the practice of user participation within organizations is still regarded as problematic (Heinbokel et al., 1996; Axtell et al., 1997; Howcroft & Wilson, 2003) . Some commentators suggest that the problem lies with the very conceptualization of the process as one of collaboration between two distinct groups (i.e. users and IT specialists; Hartswood et al., 2002) . In this article, we briefly review the different approaches taken and some of the problems identified. Like Hartswood et al., we argue that the term 'user participation' is in itself problematic -from our viewpoint, however, this is because different constructions of 'user' and 'participation' are possible and inevitable. Through the longitudinal study of a UK public sector organization, we argue that terms such as 'the user', 'information' and 'consultation' were constructed in different ways in order to fulfil particular political functions in the context of a contested change process. We conclude that contesting the effectiveness of participation may be a rhetorical accomplishment (a politically motivated construction of reality) rather than a direct reflection of reality (an identification of 'real' problems).
Approaches to user participation
While user participation is generally posited as being a 'good' thing, different approaches are discernible in the literature. These stem from different underlying theoretical perspectives and bear some resemblance to the different perspectives on organizational participation in general, described in Heller et al. (1998) . These different approaches are summarized in Table 1 .
From a functionalist viewpoint, user participation in technology design may be considered a 'good' thing because it leads to a better designed system, one that is more 'usable'. This is the perspective of Human-Computer Interaction (HCI), which generally focuses on the design of the interface -different interfaces may be 'tested' on the users for their compatibility with user cognitions and work tasks (Olson & Olson, 2003) . In a recent development, IT specialists have turned to sociologists and the techniques of ethnomethodology (e.g. Dourish & Button, 1998) to more 'accurately' capture the task requirements of the user. These approaches are primarily concerned with how user requirements can be more accurately depicted or the interface most effectively designed and less about the development process as it is situated within a social and political context. Participation has also been considered a good thing from an 'ethical' viewpoint (most notably in Mumford's ETHICS approach; Mumford, 1995) -users should be involved in the development of a technology which may fundamentally impact their jobs. In addition, IT specialists need to know about user needs beyond their immediate interaction with the computer system (i.e. job tasks, information requirements, etc). Mumford's specific methodology enables organizations to tackle these issues systematically and allows the structured intervention of users in the development process. However, this particular approach has been criticized for being too managerialist and technicist in orientation (e.g. Beirne & Ramsay, 1988) such that employees are often rather remote from the design of the technology, concentrating on the design of jobs and reacting to IT specialists' needs rather than proactively shaping the development process. According to Howcroft and Wilson (2003) , it adopts an essentially unitarist perspective on organizational change, seeing consensus about the processes and outcomes of change as unproblematic. From a more critical perspective, participation has been promoted as part of a movement towards greater industrial democracy. Particularly associated with the Scandinavian countries, this approach, originally based in a Marxist philosophy, advocates IT specialists as champions of users' rights. These approaches, often termed Participatory Design (PD), are generally led by computer scientists rather than social scientists. In their review of PD projects, Clement and Van den Besselaar (1993) concluded that, while users' confidence and competence with the technology may increase with their participation in the process, problems remained in the ambivalence of both managers and trades unions to the projects and in a sense of short-termism (most projects ceased after the researchers left). In a recent manifestation of this approach (e.g. Ehn, 1993) , the onus has been on IT specialists attempting to gain an understanding of the most tacit elements of the users' tasks through practices such as prototyping and has drawn explicitly on the philosophies of Heidegger and Wittgenstein (Iivari & Igbaria, 1997) . Managers have been included in the development process as an important (user) stakeholder group (Bødker, 1996) . As PD was deliberately conceptualized as a way of empowering users, this orientation has led to accusations of the approach losing its radical edge (Iivari & Lyytinen, 1999) .
A recent development in this vein that aims to overcome some of the difficulties of PD is that of co-realization (Hartswood et al., 2002) . Through this approach, IT specialists are sited within the user's work environmentobserving the work of the employees as it is executed, and responding to their emerging requirements as they unfold throughout the life cycle of a particular system (including beyond the implementation of the technology). Thus, the IT specialist is always available to the user and users are said to be driving the development process. However, as with most PD studies, the developments currently under consideration are small scale and focused in particular departments and functions (Hartswood et al., 2000; Voß et al., 2000) . Hartswood et al. (2002) themselves recognize some of these limitations but current projects have yet to report (publicly) on the (full) integration of such focused systems within larger organizational systems or the continuation of these systems once the research group has left. Moving beyond PD approaches, co-realization wants to problematize the idea of user participation more fundamentally by overcoming the duality of IT specialist-user relations. However, the approach has little to say about the political nature of technological change in organizations. Thus, for example, such a duality may be actively constructed in situations where the change is contested or where responsibility for failure is being apportioned. Rather than theorizing this issue, co-realization only suggests that 'politics is a members' matter to be worked through in context' (Hartswood et al., 2002: 12) .
The approaches described above are very much oriented to practical interventions which will improve the design of an organization's computer systems. Other approaches focus more on the organizational and political context of the development process. For example, Newman and Noble (1990) describe a case study in which emergent conflict in the development of an organization-wide computer-based system was resolved through political action taken by the users (gaining the support of a powerful organizational member who put pressure on the IT specialists to accept the users' viewpoint). IT specialists may be viewed as deeply embedded in the power relations of the organization and acting as change agents as much as technical experts (Symon, 1998) . In addition, Tudhope et al. (2000) emphasize the work of IT specialists in creating a 'market of expectations' (p. 373) -building a context for the positive reception of the computer. In their case study, much work went into 'building belief' in the system with user representatives who would then be taking this positive image back to the organization and 'selling' the system to their colleagues. User participation in this view, then, may be as much about managing the political aspects of change as about intervening in the actual development of the system. Writers taking this perspective may advocate interventions that concentrate on training IT specialists in change management skills (Markus & Benjamin, 1996) . This has been criticized by some as being too oriented to the information systems community and 'oblivious to its own politics' (Knights & Murray, 1994: 16) .
The present perspective builds on the organizational and political approaches outlined above, combining these with a broadly social constructionist approach, wherein reality is viewed as created through social interaction (Shotter, 1993; Gergen, 1999) . According to this view, the development of technology is 'as much about the constitution of meaning and knowledge as it is of artefacts' (Knights & Murray, 1994: 240) . Here we focus specifically on talk about the system development process because, as Potter (1996) has argued, the world 'is constituted in one way or another as people talk it, write it, and argue it' (p. 98). Like Knights and Murray (1994) and Brown (1998) , we argue that technological change is highly politicized and, therefore, that organizational members' particular constructions of reality fulfil particular political functions. Viewing the change process as a 'contested terrain of political activity' (Knights & Murray, 1994: 157) , we have analysed the talk about this process as arguments which aim to persuade us (and others within the organization) of a particular version of reality, while also undermining other possible versions (Billig, 1996; Potter, 1996) . Thus, in this article, we are not looking for the most accurate description of the participation process, or collecting subjective perceptions of it, or advocating a particular approach to it. Rather our interest is in how participation was constructed by organizational members in this particular context; how these constructions were justified; and what purposes these constructions fulfilled. By demonstrating that different versions of the participatory process were put forward and argued for, we hope to problematize the concept of user participation as a process with essential elements that can be specified a priori and instead present it as an emergent social construction that is open to contention. In particular, we focus on talk about what constitutes 'effective' user participation as an IT development strategy and what constitutes a 'real' user with respect to their involvement in IT development. In the next sections, we consider previous research that has addressed these specific issues.
Effective user participation
Not surprisingly, advocates of user participation have been keen to prove that this form of system development is effective. However, the evidence has been mixed (Cavayé, 1995; Howcroft & Wilson, 2003; Kujala, 2003) . Hunton and Beeler (1997) in their longitudinal survey of accounting clerks, claimed that having 'instrumental voice' in the system development led to a greater sense of psychological involvement with the system, more positive attitudes and better use of the system (as measured by efficiency of system use). In their longitudinal survey of 29 software development projects, Heinbokel et al. (1996) , on the other hand, concluded that the greater the user participation, the less successful were both the development process and the resulting system. In both cases, however, we have to be cautious in interpreting the results. In the Hunton and Beeler case, for example, only users' views were sought and the system performance measure included users not actually taking part in the experiment. In the Heinbokel et al. study, by contrast, only IT specialists' views were sought. Given Foster and Franz's (1999) argument that IT specialists and users may have different perceptions of the same development process, the partial focus of both studies is restrictive. Cavayé (1995) explains inconsistent findings by such factors as the varied operationalization of important constructs, the variety of systems studied and the variety of research instruments used. Cavayé queries whether questionnaire surveys are the most appropriate way of exploring this issue and recommends qualitative approaches which may take more account of context. We concur with this view and question whether a direct causal relationship between participation and system outcomes might be expected given the complexity of the technological change process in organizations.
More fundamentally, however, we raise the issue of what is to count as 'effective'? As noted above, Foster and Franz (1999) concluded that different stakeholder groups may have different perceptions of the process. Brown (1998) has illustrated how interpretations of effectiveness are both varied and politically motivated. In this case study, we explore different constructions of effectiveness in relation to participatory strategies. We argue that these constructions are partly reliant on accounts of the suitability of the users that have taken part. Thus judgements of effectiveness may be supported by arguments that appropriate users have been involved or undermined by arguments that the users involved were in some way not appropriate.
Identifying the most appropriate users for user participation
It is not possible for all users to be involved in the development process and, consequently, this raises the issue of 'representation'. Where only some users can be involved, which users need to be involved and who can be considered most representative? From a functionalist point of view this is a matter of identifying those most knowledgeable about the specific application. Endusers (those who will ultimately use the computer system to complete work tasks), therefore, may be most appropriate. However, as Cavayé (1995) points out, senior managers, with their strategic view of the organization, and middle managers, with their operational overview, also need to be consulted. Tudhope et al. (2000) describe the treatment of this issue within the development methodology of Rapid Applications Development (RAD):
The concept of user is translated [in the RAD literature] to a number of well-defined roles, involving an active and orderly participation in the development process from the developer's point of view.
(p. 369)
This suggests a very rational and logical treatment of the issue of identifying the 'real' user. However in Howcroft and Wilson's (2003) case study, most 'appropriate' was taken to mean most likely to 'champion the project within their own work group' and 'sharing company goals' (p. 14). Thus there may be a political interpretation of 'most appropriate'. In Grint and Woolgar's (1997) study, the notion of who could be considered a 'real' user was a bone of contention within the development team itself and definitions of who could properly count as a user were utilized as a rhetorical resource. The study presented here takes a similar perspective to Grint and Woolgar in exploring the social construction of the 'real user' identity.
There has been considerable interest in the social construction of identity in organizations in recent years (e.g. Kärreman & Alvesson, 2001; Creed et al., 2002; Ainsworth & Hardy, 2004) . Such studies reject essentialist features of identity, regard identity as negotiated and an 'interactional accomplishment' (Cerulo, 1997: 387) , and investigate why particular identities are invoked (called upon) in particular contexts. In a similar vein, we contend, through our analysis of this case study, that the identity of the 'user' is socially constructed and fulfils political functions. In particular, we focus on arguments concerning the 'realness' and 'representativeness' of the users taking part in the development process. We seek to demonstrate that the identity of the 'real user' was important, contested and varied over time, and to explain why particular 'real user' identities were invoked at particular times. We also explore the identities that were invoked for other organizational members and the functions these served in pursuing particular arguments about the change.
Case study
In order to maintain a requirement for anonymity, this UK public sector organization is described in only general terms here. The work of the professional staff of the organization (the 'inspectors') involves the assessment of technical 'reports' submitted by clients. The inspectors' assessments entail both drawing on previous personal experience and expertise, and consulting existing files and on-line facilities in-house. The inspectors' professional judgements of these reports are then fed back to the clients.
The general aim of the IT project described here was to replace current stand-alone PCs for a few (professional) staff to a networked system of workstations for all staff. While facilities to be implemented on the workstations changed over time, the core functions required were word-processing packages for inspectors to type up their own reports (replacing the existing typing pool), access to the corporate database (discussed below), a workflow management package (to monitor the progress of client cases through the organization) and access to on-line search facilities (crucial to the assessment process). The main activities of the project team were choosing the appropriate machines and software packages, some development work in modifying these packages, and implementing the general network infrastructure. The managerial rationale given for the move to individual workstations was to improve efficiency and the organization's image in the eyes of clients.
While there are a number of administrative departments (e.g. finance, etc.), the main focus here is on the operational core of inspectors as the potential 'users' of the new workstations, and on the project team who were developing them (further described below). The inspectors have different grades depending on seniority (inspector, senior inspector, principal inspector) but the majority are senior inspectors. The inspectors are organized into operational groups depending on their professional speciality, each group headed by a senior manager. The director oversees the whole organization.
There are several aspects of the history of technological development in the organization (as recounted by organizational members) that should be highlighted as context for the current project. In the past, the organization had developed and implemented a corporate database that recorded all client information and details about the cases submitted for assessment. Involving an external IT consultancy, the design and implementation of this database was described as problematic in its early days. The consultancy's early work was seen to be inappropriate and hugely expensive and was abandoned. A more modest project was then undertaken which involved a number of inspectors, and this was widely described as successful. This historical narrative, constructed in this way, justified the inspectors' close involvement in the development of computer systems, and led to the formation of a specific user support function consisting of a number of inspectors seconded to work with the (now established) IT department on developing new IT systems. Once implemented, the initial expectation had been that some of the data for the database would be input by inspectors themselves. However, managers met with considerable resistance from the inspectors who refused to use this new system, giving rise to industrial conflict. The inspectors were 'successful' in their resistance. Updating of the database is primarily conducted by organizational administrators and any inspector involvement is voluntary. Senior managers in the organization and those directly responsible for developing the new workstations cited this historical narrative in justifying their expectation of user resistance to the workstations. Thus the change process was constructed by organizational members as potentially contentious.
The workstations project was managed by a project manager from the IT department within the organization. The team working on the project was also largely drawn from this department. However, given the history of computer system development within the organization described above, the team included a full-time user representative from user support and was closely monitored by this individual's line manager. Thus the team was not wholly composed of IT specialists. It is referred to as the 'development team' throughout this article in recognition of the issues raised in the opening paragraph. Over time, membership of this team changed but the presence of the user representative was constant.
As social science researchers, we had already been involved in a previous study in the organization, specifically examining the organization's use of system development methodologies. When the workstations project was being proposed, we were therefore already on site and the first author negotiated access with the director of the organization and the user representative's line manager to follow the project as it unfolded, with the (initial) goal of monitoring the decision-making process of the project team. The director of the organization was keen to have a close relationship with local academic communities and other senior managers may have felt the involvement of a 'neutral' researcher would help with the expected user resistance. Although not originally anticipated, the first author followed the workstation project over a period of four and a half years. We could not be in the organization all the time and therefore there were specific intense periods of data collection at specific junctures over this period (termed Time 1, Time 2, etc. for simplicity, and summarized in Table 2 ). The first author's key contact changed over the years (as did staff within the organization itself) being initially the user representative on the project team, then the senior user and latterly the director of the organization (who at the onset of the research project had been the user representative's line manager). As can be seen from Table 2 , user participation (in whatever guise) in the development process was ongoing (throughout the life cycle) and here is examined long beyond the implementation of the actual system.
At Time 1, interviews with each of the (current) members of the development team covered the purpose of the work, their role in the project, the development process, their relationship to other organizational members and current progress on the project. These individuals also kept a diary of their activities for one month and we observed some limited demonstrations of a prototype system by four of the team members to some user groups.
Fifteen users were interviewed one year after the initial data collection period (Time 2). Interviewees were selected to give a diversity of views including users across different grades, those with access to the new systems and those without, and those (organizationally defined as) supportive or resistant to the introduction of the technology. In this way, we could examine arguments for and against the change. These interviews were not heavily structured but generally covered issues of: current use of computer-based technology; expectations for the IT project; role of the user in the development process; any interactions with the development team; and general evaluation of the process. At Time 3 a review of user views was conducted through an open-ended questionnaire distributed to all inspectors and returned by 42 percent (88 questionnaires). Sections of the questionnaire covered: personal background, personal use of computers, consultation and information dissemination, roles of different organizational groups in the development process (i.e. IT department, user support, inspectors, senior managers) and general perceptions of computers and their expected impact.
Key actors in the workstation project were periodically interviewed throughout the study. These individuals included: the project manager from IT, the network manager from IT (appointed at Time 3) and their line manager; the user representative on the project team and his line manager; the senior user (appointed at Time 2, role described below); the operational senior managers; and the director of the organization. Specific topics depended on local contexts and the role of the interviewee. However, broad general topics were revisited at each Time, particularly the individual's assessment of the development process, the development team and the impact of the workstations on work processes and the organization. While the individuals in the relevant roles did not always stay constant, this repeated interviewing allowed both a retrospective evaluation of previous events and a contemplation of present and future events. From these interviews we were interested in how different participatory strategies were constructed, justified and undermined over time by different organizational stakeholders. While we have reported other aspects of the development process elsewhere (e.g. user 'resistance' at Time 2, Symon, 2005) , in this article we draw on the full longitudinal dataset and focus specifically on user participation. Discussion of user participation, the users and the system development process more generally was isolated across the transcripts (and the questionnaires) for each time period. At a general level, the focus was on how the process was characterized by different organizational members. Having identified different characterizations, the construction and legitimization of the characterizations were examined more closely. We do not seek to present here a generalized or representative view, but rather talk that demonstrates the variety of different characterizations of the process and different constructions of identity. The analysis of the function of these constructions comes from the surrounding text and understanding of the organizational context at the time (derived from the interviews, organizational documentation and other observations). The extracts and analysis presented here are, therefore, our interpretation of the unfolding system development processour argument for understanding the case in a particular way, just as we are suggesting that the organizational members were arguing for particular perspectives. In the Discussion, we consider other ways in which the case could be interpreted. Table 3 describes different strategies for user participation in the case organization over the time span of the research project. These strategies are our interpretation of organizational members' descriptions. In the analysis of talk about user participation in the organization, we focus specifically on what we have identified as the strategies of user support representatives, senior user representative, direct user consultation and dissemination, and user driven design. In the analysis presented below, we examine how these strategies were legitimated and undermined over the years.
Strategies of user participation
User representatives (from user support)
This discussion of the role of the user representatives comes from interviews with the users at Time 2:
The [user representatives] are [inspectors]?
They were senior [inspectors] but I am sure it would ruin their life if they had to come back and actually do [inspecting] .
Do you think they would like to?
No I don't think they would. They are so enjoying the computerization part that to actually come back and do the work would be a very degrading step for them. I don't know, I may be being unfair.
(Senior inspector, Time 2)
From this description of the situation, we can see that the user representatives could be constructed as 'not really' inspectors (i.e. not really users) -specifically, here, as individuals who used to be inspectors but enthralled by their involvement in 'computerization', now think themselves 'above' that kind of work. To understand the particular significance of this construction in this context, we have to more fully explore the concept of the 'coalface inspector', a term used by virtually all those we interviewed (and, interestingly, used by the IT specialists in Knights and Murray's (1994) 
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. . . the number of administrators is going up all the time, we seem to have more and more people who are administrators, people who are not productive to the office. The production comes from the people who are actually handling the [work] , not only the inspectors also . . . their basic support staff and everything. These people are seen as if you like the production workers and there is the management team who do on some occasions we know not what. And these are increasing and that causes a certain amount of feeling. The IT department [is] somewhere in the back of that set up and there is a strong feeling that they sort of do what they like and we get whatever they feel like giving us and we have to work with it.
To the extent that the representatives are presented as the main participatory strategy, the whole process of user participation in the change process can be called into question. The user representatives are not 'really' doing the work of the organization, and are not 'really' representatives of the 'real' users. The construction of the development process as not involving 'real' (coalface) users undermines any 'participation' that may have occurred and justifies resistance to or, at least, complaints about the change.
The role of the user representative being somewhat undermined, by Time 3 the director describes the new role of senior user as 'the user' and reorients the role of the user support function:
Now at the end of the day, one person will have to sign 'okay this is what we've decided to go for after all the consultation and the work' -that wouldn't be [user The explicit re-definition of identities given by the director here begins to indicate the malleability of the concept of 'user' and what it means to be 'representative'. A bit of judicious re-allocation of identities may give credibility back to a contested process.
By Time 4, the organization had been assessed for privatization. Although they were not in the end judged suitable, the management consultancy that carried out the assessment did suggest various rationalization exercises, including restructuring. Thus, given external pressure, the user support section was in the process of being completely disbanded:
I'd like to think that everything we're doing is designed to make everything better for the end user but also I think there's a numbers game being played: too many [inspectors], expensively trained, highly paid [inspectors] , are spending their time working on IT when they should be doing what they are paid for . . . the point is that it didn't make sense, that it was top heavy. And in many ways having real end users involved makes a lot of sense and we're trying to do that . . .
(Head of human resources, Time 4)
In justifying these actions, this manager does some more identity work and we see here how identity construction can be a case of treading a very fine line. Having been denounced as not really users, it is now politically expedient to re-label the former user representatives as 'actually' inspectors, although that is justified here as an intrinsically rational strategy ('having real end users involved makes a lot of sense'). Throughout the period of the study the representatives could be aligned with inspectors or with IT and this identity malleability could work to their advantage (i.e. as being an insider to either group). However, it could also be used against them and eventually where they were once both, they perhaps became neither. Initially formed because of previous problems experienced with outside consultants, user support have themselves now become the outsiders. Whereas their (historical) association with the development of the corporate database initially gave them credibility, the database itself (in comparison with the new workstations) was reported as looking dated and, in association, the user support function looks anachronistic.
Clearly the (ex-)user representative has some political motivation to argue against direct user consultation:
. . . the end users are going to be doing this part-time . . .?
Yeah, that's right. And I . . . You know, because we've been through this before, I don't think it's going to work too well. Partly because they won't be able to devote enough time to it, but also because they don't know all the procedures and things that have developed over the years, like these [formal] meetings. And things like that. And what things you've got to look out for when you're developing an IT system. I mean it comes as second nature now 'cos I've been here so long, but for a sort of raw user, they don't know whether IT is telling them, you know, porky pies or not. 'Cos they do, I mean they will, to make it easier for them, they'll try and pull the wool over your eyes. And you've got to watch out for that sort of thing.
(Former user rep)
Here, then, the user representative suggests that being a 'real' user may not be what user participation 'really' needs. The justification for changes to participatory strategies based on the search for the real user is undermined by the construction of the development process as potentially involving conflict between the IT department and users; and identities for the IT specialists as somewhat underhand and the user representatives as politically astute change agents.
Senior user representative
At Time 2, the senior user has become the 'real' user: an outsider to the user support department and a full-time inspector. He was presented as 'invaluable' by the director -'a channel for the voice of the [inspector] that wasn't there before' (despite the existence of the user support group, previously the 'voice' of the user). However, this account too was challenged -could the senior user really be regarded as the voice of the user?:
[Senior user], as a personal observation, is obviously conditioned in his comments, by his own perceptions in his own group. I think that if there is any weakness at all in the system, it is . . . and this is a perception, I haven't got hard instances to support this . . . but I have the feeling that when the details in relation to [part of new system] have been discussed, the view that has prevailed is more likely to be the view that has emerged from [the senior user']s group environment, than from elsewhere.
(Senior manager, Time 3)
The extract presented here shows the senior manager as being very circumspect in his arguments ('a personal observation', 'a perception', 'a feeling'), perhaps to allow himself distance from any report that might have been made of the interview. However, his argument serves to continue the debate about who can be said to properly (correctly?, impartially?) represent the 'real' users' views. The senior user has been positioned as more of a 'real' user than the representatives from user support, but his view here is also depicted as (politically) biased so is he any more accurate or representative?
By Time 4, although there was an individual with the title of 'senior user', he suggested that this title was 'in name only' and that 'I don't think in fact it does give you a strong voice in what goes on' (senior user, Time 4). While the senior user role fulfilled an important political function at the time, given a decrease in overt resistance and the demise of the user support section, there is no longer any (political) need to point to a particular 'real' user as representing the inspectors' views.
Direct user consultation and dissemination
Those opposed to the change project could dispute both the nature of the 'users' who had been consulted and the effectiveness of the consultation itself. In terms of the nature of the users:
But don't you think they should be consulting you?
Yes -as I say if you don't think like them then they are not interested. That may be putting it a little bit too brief but they are very enthusiastic about the IT project and they only want to speak to people who are equally enthusiastic. They do not want to speak to people who are unenthusiastic.
Here we see how the process can be undermined by constructing the consultation process as biased towards those already 'enthusiastic' about the change, rather than taking full note of the range of opinions available. The consultation process has been ineffective and therefore the resulting system will not be shaped to the needs of the many.
However, the situation is more complex than this. In the user questionnaire survey of Time 3, conflicting accounts were made as to the 'kind' of users involved, problems seen as arising both because only expert users are consulted and because the development team has failed to utilize in-house expertise:
Not nearly enough involvement in development and testing. There is great technical and vocational expertise in the office, the potential of which goes largely untapped.
Any involvement has been ineffective since 1) only 'experts' not computer illiterates are consulted. Ask a representative selection of users, and listen to all of them. 2) No action is taken as a result of specific criticisms/suggestions.
Here we seem to have two different representations of the 'expert' user -in both cases used to undermine the credibility of the new computer system. There is the 'expert' user, knowledgeable about technology, who could have helped design the system to be in line with organizational demands but who was not consulted. There is also the 'expert' user who was consulted but who is carried away into irrationality with their admiration of computer technology (i.e. the 'enthusiast' noted above). Thus, whoever is presented as a 'user' can be problematized in order to achieve the ultimate argument that the system is to be rejected because the 'right' users have not been consulted.
Those who complained about the lack of user participation did not deny the physical presence of documentation circulated by the development team. However, they did question the usefulness of this documentation and whether it really did represent 'information':
We have had some background information but it has tended to be in the sort of specifications you were talking about earlier which came through that thick and most people did not read it. I struggled my way through it, I have forgotten most of it.
They could also suggest that this kind of information dissemination does not represent actual consultation:
I have not been involved in much 'consultation'. We are occasionally asked to give opinions on proposed changes (comments on documents). I am not sure that this is always describable as 'consultation'.
(Survey, Time 3)
Finally, it was suggested that even if one were to take this sort of consultation exercise seriously, it is not clear that the feedback given would be taken note of:
Comments on what broad functions should be computerized would be ignored (I believe) unless in line with the higher management view that essentially everything which it is possible to computerize is worth computerizing.
Essentially the same processes (e.g. comments on documents) can be presented in quite different lights. The development team can claim to be consulting and cite documents circulated and memos asking for opinions, while inspectors can claim that these documents are unreadable or comments would be ignored anyway, and thus undermine the process of consultation.
Some comments from the user survey of Time 3 directly address what can be regarded as 'effective' consultation:
Probably the best system -further 'democratization' would probably bring change to a halt! Decisions have been taken. Apparent consultation used as a means of reducing criticisms. The decision-maker(s) probably consider this 'effective'.
Generally these processes are effective but it is easy for non-experienced users to feel remote, especially if the developments are complex and can only be explained by use of the jargon.
In the first extract, effective development is presented as keeping the process going, in the second as smoothing the path of change. In the third case, the perception of ineffectiveness is attributed to deficiencies in the users themselves rather than their 'objective' knowledge of the processes. Here we see a variety of ways that one could interpret 'effective' or 'ineffective' and where the responsibility for this lies. So judging whether a process is effective or not is problematic.
User-driven design
By Time 4, some users were writing their own applications for the workstations which then had to be rolled-out across the organization by the IT department. How did this come about and how was it justified? The ex-user representative suggested this had come about through the inspector's own initiative -there were 'some clever ones who'd just come back, straight from university, who were very familiar with it anyway, and written macros, and all sorts of fancy things'. With the advent of user-driven design has the organization finally found its 'real' users? Possibly, however, returning to the user representative's quote above, these users were described as 'clever ones'. Therein lies the possibility certainly for the undermining of even these users' identities as not 'truly' representative of the inspectors as a whole. To re-visit a comment from Time 2:
The younger [inspectors] would have a different view because they are more computer-minded and have probably used computers at university before they came here . . . [there are] a large number of senior [inspectors] who have all been here a long time, I mean I have been here 25 years, and a lot of us have been here that length of time and we know the work can be done efficiently and effectively without computers.
(Senior inspector)
However, at the end of the day:
And are the [inspectors] actually using this [application devised by the inspectors themselves]?
They were all told to use it. Now that was one of the big battles. But because a lot of [inspectors] were involved with it in the first place, it was easier for them to introduce it to new [inspectors] .
(Ex-user representative, Time 4)
So having 'real' users involved, it is suggested, enabled the implementation of this particular software. This raises the question of whether the same software would have been viewed as acceptable if it had been produced by the IT department in collaboration with user support? Here, it is not a question of some objective, productive effectiveness of the final system but rather the process of devising it, and, crucially, who was involved, that confers credibility on the product. However, somewhat ironically, it appears that in order for users involved in system development to be accepted as 'real users' they have to effectively be 'IT experts'.
For the IT department, this development certainly solved the problem of accusations of not being user-driven and developing ineffective systems:
And, of course, since the [inspectors] know their business you get around this nasty little loop that we used to have where business analysis and business requirements used to have to be done. If the end users do it for themselves they know what it is that is useful for them! (Network manager, Time 4)
The political function of this construction of the situation of course is that IT specialists are absolved from responsibility for potential problems with the system: users cannot complain to the IT department that the system is not appropriate if the users' themselves have derived it. However, not everybody in the IT department was so positive:
It's not the technical architecture we would've chosen to do it in, and it's too big for writing any WordPerfect macros. But it works . . . But that wasn't costed so how can you say . . . They didn't really have time constraints. Well all projects would be successful if we didn't look at the cost and didn't have time constraints. We'd get there in the end. But we're generally measured on . . . We put a plan on the table, with costs. They didn't do that. It wasn't run as a project . . . But do y'know I don't really think that's the way forward. The way forward obviously is to make sure the real coalface users are involved in all the discussions, but they're specialist inspectors in the end. We're specialist IT people. We're both better at doing our own job than someone else's job, I would like to think.
(IT project manager, Time 4)
From other perspectives then, user-driven design might not be seen as effective, particularly with respect to the utilization of resources. We see here another construction of what should be regarded as 'effective' (i.e. planful). There is also here an issue of whether we can describe this as 'user participation', indeed it is something of the IT department participating in the user's designs (perhaps something akin to co-realization, as described earlier). For this IT project manager (and possibly in light of the potential employment implications of this strategy), this is a step too far in flexible identities. It also raises the issue previously raised by the ex-user representative of the organization as having come full circle. Will they come to the point of creating a user support section all over again?
Discussion
The longitudinal study presented here allows us to examine talk about user participation over time and within different contexts. The analysis demonstrates that characterizations of the process and those involved varied across time and context and were oriented to particular political needs such as protecting career interests, resisting the change, managing the image of the change, legitimating actions, satisfying external demands and so on. Thus the concept of some 'ideal' process of participation which can be specified a priori is shown to be problematic. Effective user participation, we argue, should be viewed as a contested, politically motivated construction of reality.
The analysis particularly focuses on the identity of the 'user', demonstrates that different legitimate identities may exist and suggests reasons for the invocation of particular identities at particular times. While previous accounts of user participation have already suggested that identifying the most appropriate user representative is problematic (Cavayé, 1995; Tudhope et al., 2000) , here we explore the political functions of the process of problematizing user identification. Thus, a user may not be considered 'real' for the purposes of effective user participation because, they do not do the 'real' work of the organization (similarly carefully constructed) or because they are (politically) biased or because they are 'really' IT experts. In addition, we see the former user representative suggesting that 'realness' is not perhaps the most important aspect of being a user representative. Thus, the notion of a 'real user' may be used to argue for some explanations of the change process within the organization while undermining others. This idea is illustrated here in attempts to differentiate between 'real users' and (for example) 'computer enthusiasts' and we conclude that the identities of both are constructed as part of the change process rather than existing unproblematically as a priori and independent categories. Where the notion of a 'real user' is a subject of debate, it may be difficult to implement effective 'user' participation.
The notion of 'effective' participation in general is also contested. For example, while the project team can claim to be circulating documents, outlining options and getting users' 'sign off', users can challenge the documents as unreadable or not circulated to the appropriate people. It is not clear to us that these are 'problems' that could be 'solved' by, for example, making more readable documents -the point is they are (more or less) believable accounts of reality produced for particular rhetorical purposes. Claims to better procedures can always be subject to counter-claims, particularly perhaps where the change is contested. Thus, we see the (ex-)user representative describing direct user consultation as politically ineffective, while the IT project manager thought user-driven design insufficiently rigorous. Both of these stakeholders are politically motivated to make these cases. However, this does not make these arguments somehow less 'true' than other arguments. Clearly, other organizational members (e.g. organizational managers) could be motivated to describe the process as effective and muster evidence to support this claim (in line with the accounts of Knights & Murray, 1994; and Brown, 1998) .
The construction of the process of user participation is crucial in allocating responsibility for system outcomes (and see, Brown, 1998) . The more the system developers can muster evidence that the users have participated, the more credible their claims that the system is the responsibility of the users, is close to what they have required and that any problems are the fault of the users. The more the users can undermine this story of 'participation' by claiming it to be ineffective, the more credible their claims that the system is the responsibility of the developers, is technically driven rather than work-oriented and any problems arising are due to the developers. In this way, arguments (from other theoretical perspectives) for more effective participation are problematized in the light that 'more effective' is likely to be hotly contended and that there may not be an absolute objective measure of 'good' participatory practice.
From a rationalist or humanist perspective, one might wish to argue that this organization simply got participation 'wrong' in its early stages. The case study could be read as a process of getting progressively closer to the 'real' user and 'effective' participation. However, we have demonstrated that even at Time 4, the notion of 'effective' was debatable, and it was also argued that the organization had come full circle in their user participation strategy (back to the time of the development of the corporate database). Rather than as a progression towards a more efficient or effective process, we view the construction of particular strategies as dependent on the (political) context. We also argue that there was not an essential 'real' user but rather various (political) versions of users. The fate of the user support function illustrates these processes. An initial credibility as 'users', justified by historical events, was undermined in the political context of contested change. Therefore a new 'user' (the senior user) was identified to counter resistance and user support's role as 'users' downplayed. Later, external political factors led to their re-emergence as inspectors and then disbanding.
It could also be read as a critical account, where users ultimately gained control of the development process. Indeed, the user-driven design of Time 4 may be considered an example of co-realization (Hartswood et al., 2002) where emerging requirements post-implementation are being addressed by a sort of hybrid user-IT specialist. However, we note that even this participatory 'strategy' was contested at Time 4 by some in the organization -this was not an ideal end situation for all. The user representative could be described as having a hybrid role throughout the case study, however, this malleability of identity could be turned to political advantage (or disadvantage, depending on the perspective taken). While co-realization projects have yet to report fully on system integration, this case study already suggests that IT specialists in the wider organization may emphasize difficulties in this respect -and may have much to lose in the notion of a 'hybrid' role. Furthermore, the construction of the user-IT specialist as a 'user', although contestable, is politically important.
The description of the case given here may also be interpreted as one of 'pseudo-involvement', the 'rhetoric of empowerment' (Howcroft & Wilson, 2003) -managers and system developers were simply pretending to involve users for image management reasons. This line of argument assumes that 'rhetoric' and 'image management' are reprehensible actions. However, where we view reality as socially constructed, these processes are simply ways of trying to persuade others of certain constructions of reality. 'Rhetoric' is often opposed to 'reality', however, as with others (e.g. Hamilton, 2001 ), we view it as constructive of reality. Here, for example, we draw attention to the political functions of accusations of pseudo-involvement, where some users may construct the process as image management in order to undermine it.
A focus on talk and argument, as adopted here, is revealing of the socially constructed nature of technology and may encourage more critical analyses of the process in organizations -both by researchers and organizational members. Where technology is often viewed as 'unarguable' (a 'black box', Grint & Woolgar, 1997) , this perspective encourages a more reflexive and politically aware approach to the development process. This case study has also demonstrated the value of a longitudinal analysis, revealing changes and processes perhaps not obvious from a short-term perspective, and encourages further long-term studies of technological change which can accommodate both early work on system development and much later modifications to the same system.
Conclusion
Through a longitudinal analysis, we have been able to demonstrate that the terms 'effective' and 'user' are problematic and may change according to political contextual requirements. Thus who can be seen as a 'real user' or whether a development process is 'effective' may be different according to who you are talking to and when you are talking to them. Consequently, trying to come to a conclusion about whether user participation is effective overall may be asking the wrong question, as is trying to identify 'real' users. Problems identified in the literature may be less problems as manifestations of the political nature of organizations. The point of problematizing the concept of user participation here is not to point to other possible interventions that could be made but to consider the problems identified in a different light, thereby encouraging organizational members to view their own contexts in a more reflexive way.
